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Law Firms vs Digital Disruption: the Emergence of Legaltech in SEA 

SINGAPORE, 7 January 2019 – With technology disrupting all walks of life, the legal industry, 

too, is seeing a growing demand for legaltech and regtech to increase efficiency and lower 

operational costs.  

In Southeast Asia, the e-discovery market, in particular, is poised for strong growth. Based on a 

2017 report by US research firm Global Industry Analysts, the worldwide e-discovery market is 

expected to be worth $11.6 billion by 2020, with much of the growth anticipated to arise from the 

Asia Pacific. Between 2015 and 2020, the region is expected to have a compound annual growth 

rate of 22.5 percent, making it the fastest in the world. 

Singapore-based law firm Rajah & Tann has set up its very own tech arm, Rajah & Tann 

Technologies (R&T Technologies), to tap on the digital disruption. “We want to ensure that rather 

than being disrupted, we are part of the disruption that will help us move forward in a tech-

orientated world. 

“While legaltech is a major enabler allowing us to do more at lower costs, we also want to leverage 

on it to create new revenue streams in the digital economy. As you can see, R&T Technologies is 

providing a suite of new services – from e-discovery to cybersecurity to regulatory technology – to 

clients, other law firms and other regional offices within the Rajah & Tann Asia network,” said 

R&T Technologies Chief Operating Officer Michael Lew. 

In November, R&T Technologies acquired e-discovery startup LegalComet to boost its legal 

services delivery, enabling the law firm to be among the first in Asia to launch a full service e-

discovery practice. Meanwhile, another Singapore-based legaltech startup Legalese had raised $ 

418,000 in pre-seed funding in 2017. 

A research report by independent strategy consultant for legal services, Eric Chin, pointed out that 

from 2000 to February 2018, legaltech firms in Hong Kong raised $954,000; Singapore, $681,700, 

and Malaysia, $200,000. The legaltech and regtech landscape in Southeast Asia is very much just 

at its beginning. 

However, the region is beginning to see a slew of initiatives to support the growth of legaltech and 

regtech.  

London-based law firm Allen & Overy is looking to collaborate with Asia-based legaltech and 

regtech startups as the demand for legaltech is rising among the firm’s Asia-based clients. It 

kickstarted a collaborative space called Fuse last September in London and the firm brought the 

programme to Asia during the Singapore Fintech Festival held in November.  

Fuse was designed to explore, develop and test legal, regulatory and deal-related solutions. Allen 

& Overy lawyers and in-house legal tech experts work collaboratively with the companies in Fuse 

to address clients’ challenges in better, smarter, more cost-efficient ways.  

“We want to see what kind of legaltech companies are out there because as lawyers it’s almost 

impossible to do that, like where do you begin? It’s not just a startup programme, but it’s about 

giving our lawyers access to technology and to give them the new opportunity to identify new ways 
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of working among themselves. The way I see it, it’s putting the power back to the lawyers to see 

how technology could change the way they work.  

“We have a first set of companies that joined the programme in London for six months. We realise 

our financial and corporate clients want to have that kind of programme with us here in Asia, hence 

we’re bringing the programme to Singapore. To do what we already do better, and to develop new 

solutions for our clients’ challenges – those are the core focuses around legaltech,” said the Head 

of Fuse at Allen & Overy, Shruti Ajitsaria. 

Last week, another Singapore-based law firm Clifford Chance launched its innovation lab called 

Create + 65 to identify, incubate, test and pilot new legaltech solutions to enhance its service 

offering to clients. 

The initiative is supported by Singapore Economic Development Board (EDB) and the Future Law 

Innovation Programme (FLIP) under the Singapore Academy of Law (SAL). It will bring together 

VCs, startups, product owners and developers, universities and private institutions to share 

knowledge, and develop and test new legal services tools and solutions for real-life business 

challenges.  

Is it necessary to set up your own tech arm?                                                                                      
Rajah and Tann Technologies are also members of SAL’s FLIP, where Lew said the firm is open 

to working with startups with innovative solutions whether through an accelerator programme or 

direct investments. The law firm is the first in Singapore to have established its own tech arm that 

focuses on driving legaltech and regtech developments. 

“Adoption of technology does not always come easily because of the substantial investments 

required to buy or build the technology. And even if cost is not an impediment, the mindset and 

cultural change needed to embrace new technology pose real challenges to many organisations, not 

just law firms,” said Lew.  

For the smaller firms, investing in legaltech may not be viable as they do not have the volume of 
work to justify substantial investments in time and money, noted Lew. A Law Society’s study 

showed that only 9 per cent of small and medium-sized firms here use technology-enabled 

productivity tools. 

“Lawyers generally have a modest level of technological literacy and hold the view that legaltech 

may adversely disrupt the established legal ecosystem. These, together with the belief that lawyers’ 

bespoke services render themselves immune to technological disruption, are some of the challenges 

in the way of technology adoption. 

“Generally most repeatable and voluminous services to the B2C segment of the legal industry will 

be affected or disrupted by online platforms and solutions by innovative tech-based startups. This 

will be true for run-of-the-mill B2C offerings such as straightforward tax-related or property 
registration services. Also, the millennials customers are demanding for instant and cost effective 

services to be delivered online at anytime of the day,” added Lew. 

Moving forward, Rajah & Tann will be growing both organically and through mergers and 

acquisitions depending on the opportunities that are out there. 

“Lawyers are often accused of being digital dinosaurs, but at R&T Technologies, we aim to show 

that technology can help us to be more efficient, work at unprecedented speed and scale, and tap 

other disciplines to solve complex legal challenges for clients. Technology can also improve 

interactions with clients, automate processes, analyse and extract data or help clients manage cyber 

and regulatory risks,” said Lew.        
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